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ABSTRACT
Fragmentation and Fabulation: Reflexivity and the New Black Documentary
by
Joanna Lehan

Advisor: Karen Miller

This thesis concerns the photographic representation of Black bodies in new, reflexive
documentary forms that have been increasingly produced and exhibited in the midst of
America’s renewed discourse on race. Approaching this argument categorically, focused on the
themes of fabulation and fragmentation, my task here is to uncover the gaps and overlaps
between earlier critiques of the documentary image and more recent discourse on photography
and race by exploring the specific methods through which select recent documentary projects
embed and expand these critiques.

Fragmentation is a category of production I use to frame a movement of Black photographic
artists toward ways of upending traditional photographic narratives. I will argue that this
movement in part fulfills a need for what Nichole Fleetwood calls “non-iconicity,” or “the ways
in which singular images or signs come to represent a whole host of historical occurrences and
processes.”1 The strategy of fragmentation functions to disrupt one of photography’s most

1

Nicole Fleetwood, Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality and Blackness, (Chicago: Univ. of
Chicago Press, 2011), 2.
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celebrated qualities: the ability to isolate a moment from the flow of time and transform it into an
object that signifies a narrative. My chief example is RaMell Ross’ film, Hale County This
Morning, This Evening (2018); additionally, I look to recent work by Khalik Allah, and photoconceptualist Hank Willis Thomas.

Fabulation is a notion I borrow from historian Saidiya Hartman, who uses it to describe her
method of writing histories of transgressive 19th century Black women and queer people in
particular, records of whom exist only in the margins of recorded history: criminal and social
work archives. The practice of fabulation informs many recent works that seek to create a visual
document of that which either could not have been depicted, or was simply omitted from
recorded history. My key example is Dread Scott’s Slave Rebellion Reenactment, 2019, which
mobilize the documentary impulse by presenting historical fact, but lives outside the boundaries
of existing genre in its invention of the imagined lived experience of their Black subjects, an
experience too often omitted from the archives of history. Turning to other recent works, I cite
photographers Dawoud Bey and Nona Faustine, both of whom insert a fictive character or
perspective in their photographs. Fabulation strains another defining quality of photography, the
conception of photography’s indexicality.

Both of these categories of artwork reflect our ever-changing sense of the medium’s relationship
to truth, and offer a critique of documentary practice that updates those that prevailed in the art
world from the 1970s forward.
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Introduction

This thesis concerns the photographic representation of Black bodies in new documentary forms
that have been increasingly produced and exhibited in the midst of America’s wake of the
renewed discourse on race, in part sparked by the killing of George Floyd by a white police
officer in 2020. My main task, however, will not be substantiating that the works I discuss are
linked to this event and the subsequent rise of the movement for Black lives, nor that they are
wholly “new” forms, but that these works should be considered rising forms of reflexive critique
of documentary photography, and can be examined via two key strategies, approaches I
categorize as fragmentation and fabulation.

In discussing these recent works by RaMell Ross, Khalik Allah, Hank Willis Thomas, Dread
Scott, Dawoud Bey and Nona Faustine using this strategic frame I present them as answers to
key critiques both by the white Marxists canonized by our generation of art historians, and
subsequent Black scholars who focused on the absence of Black subjectivity in canonical
photography projects. This thesis provides an analysis of the ways in which these artists address
these critiques in the form and content of their respective works.

I detour first to some autobiography to note that this exploration is personal, insofar as my thesis
is partly an effort to contend with the histories and critiques of the documentary I absorbed in
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(overwhelmingly white) institutions in which I’ve worked. In 1999 I had a yearlong position at
the Museum of Modern Art, where as a research assistant I aided photography curator Susan
Kismaric in her exhibition Rise of the Modern World, which featured documentary images from
the 1850s–1900, and was part of a suite of museum-wide exhibitions launched in 2000 drawn
from MoMA’s vast collection. The exhibition celebrated the ways in which photography
participated in modernity, from culture to science, providing new views on our world, like those
of aerial photography, not possible before photography’s invention. Rise of the Modern World
included such vernacular treasures as itinerant photographer Darius Kinsey’s records of the
logging industry in the Pacific Northwest, in which workers with hand tools posed on felled oldgrowth trees the size of skyscrapers, and haunting crime scene photos and mugshots from the
Prefecture of Paris Police. It also included lyrical photos by the child photographer Jacques
Henri Lartigue, who captured his cohort of upper class Parisians strolling the boulevard, or at
leisure in early model automobiles. The undeniable power of the exhibition was its crystal clear
window to history, the faces of the workers, the bourgeoisie, the inmates, available for our
scrutiny 150 years on. Yet while the exhibition underscored documentary photography’s
evidentiary or indexical signs, it omitted any critical stance on what was being indexed and by
whom. It made no mention, in celebrating photography’s surveying and visual categorizing
capabilities, that it has also been a tool of the extraction economy, of settler colonialism, of racial
domination, and of imperialism. The omission of that perspective seems one that would today
meet justified critical rebuke.

Another New York institution, the International Center of Photography, provided me with a
foundational conception and critique of the documentary image, and co-organizing several
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iterations of ICP’s Triennial exhibition ingrained a still-ongoing practice of periodic survey of
photographic media, which in part this thesis represents.

ICP, founded in 1974 by Cornell Capa, brother of famed war photographer Robert Capa had
“concerned photography” as its founding credo, even while a critical discourse around the liberal
practice of documentary photography and the nature of the “concern” it purveyed was growing.
For example, the year 1974 was also when artist and theoretician Martha Rosler conceived of her
photographic project, “The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems,” as a critique of the
ways in which documentary photography had traditionally rendered poor and disenfranchised
subjects. This simultaneity illustrates the cultural schism in thinking about documentary
photography. The camp of the humanist documentarians, embodied by ICP’s founders (as well
as the famed Magnum photo agency co-founded by Robert Capa in 1947) considered
photographing the war-ravaged, the poor, and the subaltern as a crucial witness. They brought
their “concern” to audiences of exhibitions and news publications to “raise awareness” of various
forms of human suffering with the implicit hopes of building a collective will to help. In art and
academic circles there brewed a very different discourse embodied by Rosler and other white
Marxists in her cohort: documentary photography was a project that reflects and contributes to
the discursive divisions that allowed for class inequalities. These opposing discourses animated
many discussions, and all of the programming of ICP’s exhibitions department during my tenure.

The genre of documentary photography is ill-defined, and has been theorized and dismantled
from many angles since it came into common usage in the 1930s. Documentary photography is
sometimes conflated with photojournalism, though all photojournalism is documentary, and not
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all documentary is photojournalism. Documentary photography is a term sometimes employed in
opposition to “art photography,” though this differentiation is often more about context and
audience than the photographer’s intent. Consider the famous 1936 Dorothea Lange photograph
Migrant Mother, printed, framed and lit expertly on a museum wall, as it so often has been. We
have no trouble understanding it as art in that context, though Lange’s specifically explicit intent
was to document Dust Bowl migrants.

It was Scottish filmmaker John Grierson who coined the term “documentary” to describe
unscripted films, made on location and featuring real subjects, to differentiate them from
contrived sets and scripts of Hollywood productions. This differentiation is largely
(mis)understood as authenticity. As it has come to be applied to photography, it carries humanist
aims carried forward from reformers in the Progressive Era like Jacob Riis, through the most
famous American documentary photos of the Depression. It is around these matters of
authenticity and humanism that documentary photography has invited the most critique.

White Marxist Documentary Critique: Omit the Subject
Rosler, and her colleague in Marxist documentary critique, Allan Sekula, assail documentary
photography on the basis of its truth claim, its class affiliation, and its exploitation of the subject,
or as Sekula puts it, “the social production, circulation, and reception of photographs in a society
based on commodity production and exchange.” 1 Both Rosler and Sekula wrote widely on the

1

Allan Sekula, Photography Against the Grain, (Halifax: Press of the Nova Scotia College of
Art and Design, 1984.) (Reis. London: MACK, 2016).
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topic and both made celebrated conceptual photographic projects, which reflexively dealt with
representation itself.

One example, Rosler’s aforementioned series on the Bowery: In this series each work is a
diptych, a black-and-white photographic print of a crisply-rendered, though banal, detail on the
Bowery, and a typewritten text in which various words for drunkenness are arrayed (fig. 1.1).
In her essay “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography),” Rosler proclaims
that this project is “a work of refusal,” one that addresses photography’s imperialist aims, in
which “purloined” images of exploited subjects presented to liberal audiences. 2 In dialogue with
Roland Barthes, this project also engages with semiotics, pointing to the inadequacies of both
systems—pictorial and language— to convey a fixed meaning.3

Working toward a galvanizing conclusion, Rosler lays her hopes at the feet of “a growing body
of documentary works committed to the exposure of specific abuses caused by people’s jobs, by
the financier’s growing hegemony over the cities, by racism, sexism and class oppression; works
about militancy or about self-organization, or work meant to support them.” “Perhaps a radical
documentary can be brought into existence,” she concludes, though does not seem to have
convinced even herself. 4

Martha Rosler, “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography),” in Decoys
and Disruptions: Selected Writings, 1975–2001, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), 191.
3 Roland Barthes, “The Rhetoric of the Image,” in Image, Music, Text, (New York: Hill & Wang,
1978), 152.
4 Rosler, “In, Around, and Afterthoughts,” 196.
2
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Figure 1.1. Martha Rosler, from The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems (1974–75).
© Martha Rosler.
Similarly, Sekula’s conceptual photographic projects over his long career drew the gaze away
from the “subjects” affected by inequality and injustice, to the systems or institutions that
produced it. In one early series, “Long Beach Notes” 1980, Sekula appropriates commercial
photo postcards of Long Beach, California, ascribing his own meaning to the image with applied
texts, which undermine the civic pride suggested in these scenes by inserting sociopolitical and
racial narratives that the photograph fails to reveal (fig. 1.2). Both Rosler and Sekula point to the
representational failings of documentary photography using strategies of omitting the human
subject who is disempowered by the conditions to which the artists point.

6

Figure 1.2. Allan Sekula, from “Long Beach Notes,” 1980. © The Estate of Allan Sekula

Like Rosler, Sekula calls for new forms of documentary, those in which “attention to language
cuts against the pornography of the ‘direct representation of misery.”5 Yet despite varied
attempts at being prescriptive, a startling oversight is that none in this cohort seemed to have
simply called for the subjectivity of any producer or audience of documentary that was not white.

Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary,” in Photography Against
the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973–1983, (Halifax: Press of the Nova Scotia College of
Art and Design, 1984).
5
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From Inclusion to Transformation
The 1980s ushered in a wave of Black scholarship in photography that focused less on the
problems with photographic representation itself, and more on the urgent task of remediating the
omission of most Black producers from the photographic history received and reiterated by
generations of white scholars. Artist and photo historian Deborah Willis was a key driver in this
movement. Writing from the mid-’80s through today, Willis researched and uplifted the careers
of Black photographers that reached back to the medium’s invention, effectively writing them
into a more expansive photo history, one that includes Black subjectivity.

This rising visibility of the Black photograph extended not only to research and dissemination of
the archives of Black photographers, but the study of vernacular photography; images of Black
life, whether family snapshots, or portraits made in studios for private, as opposed to public,
consumption and exchange. In her 1995 essay “In Our Glory,” bell hooks writes about a
cherished snapshot of her father in his youth, and turns to the importance of Black vernacular
images as a crucial site of representational subversion. The displays of family photos in Black
homes, she says, are a “critical intervention, a disruption of white control over black images.” 6
The enfolding of such archives into museum collections, such as the ICP’s 1990 acquisition of
the Daniel Cowin Collection, a trove of vernacular images of African American life from 18601930, signals the art world’s embrace of this counter history, as does the fact that Cowin, a white
real estate executive and art collector, had amassed them.

bell hooks, “In Our Glory,” in Art on My Mind: Visual Politics. (New York: The New Press,
1995), 54–64.
6
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The inclusion and uplift of Black photographers and vernacular archives constitutes a critique of
their omission. But the stance of criticizing the act of photographic documentation itself with
conceptual photographic projects is one that Black photographers take up later than white artists,
and in more urgent, less abstract, and thus more affecting ways, in part because the human
subject is not omitted. A key predecessor for the works I will discuss is the artist Carrie Mae
Weems’ series “From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried,” from 1995. The distrust of the
photographic image in Weems’ project and the stress on textual interventions link them to the
critical photo-conceptualist projects of Rosler and Sekula, but Weems’ powerful use of Black
subjecthood and subjectivity serves as a bridge to more recent works I will discuss herein.

In this suite of 33 works, Weems appropriates images from museum and university archives of
Black subjects from 1850—shortly after photography’s invention—through the civil rights
movement. Transformed with a red filter and round masking, suggesting the photographic lens,
or a telescope looking back in time, each image is framed and placed under glass that is etched
with part of a poetic text by Weems. This text testifies to photography’s brutal transformation of
these subjects from human to symbol, an effort to literally reinscribe their humanity. The bloodred works are bookended with larger, blue-hued reproductions of a 1925 anthropological
photograph, George Specht’s, Nobosodrou, Femme Mangbetu, a Congolese wife of nobility, who
seems to cast her gaze over this litany of subjugation. Weems’ text, the first five lines of which
appear below (and functionally serve as the titles of the first five red works in the series), is one
of witness, each instantiation of objectification assigned to an example image. It’s punctuated
with an occasional, rueful “Ha”:

9

You Became a Scientific Profile
A Negroid Type
An Anthropological Debate
& A Photographic Subject
You Became Mammie, Mama, Mother and Then Yes, Confidante- Ha

Among the re-photographed images are daguerreotypes showing front and side views of
enslaved people in Columbia, South Carolina in 1850, made at the behest of Swiss-born biologist
Louis Agassiz, who was interested in proving the inferiority of the Black race empirically. These
daguerreotypes were discovered at Harvard’s Peabody Museum in 1975 and celebrated for their
unique example of this 19th-century process.7 As a relevant sidenote to the continuing cultural
relevancy of the images Weems works with, the Agassiz images became the subject of national
debate quite recently as a Connecticut woman, Tamara Lanier, a descendent of two of the
enslaved individuals depicted, father Renty and daughter Delilah (fig. 1.3), sued Harvard
University for possession of these images of her ancestors.8

Brian Wallis, “Black Bodies, White Science: Louis Agassiz’s Slave Daguerreotypes,” in Only
Skin Deep: Changing Visions of the American Self, (New York: Harry N. Abrams &
International Center of Photography), 163–181.
8 Lanier lost her lawsuit in 2021, but will appeal. The matter itself has become the subject of a
2021 documentary film called Free Renty, 2021.
7
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Figure 1.3. Carrie Mae Weems, from “From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried,” 1995 © Carrie
Mae Weems

Aside from its prescience in this ongoing discourse, Weems’ project aptly illustrates author
Nichole Fleetwood’s notion of the ways in which Black photographic subjects are thrust into the
role of iconicity, standing in for the idea of suffering and subjugation in many instances. I turn to
Fleetwood’s conception of “non-iconicity”9 herein to examine ways in which other
contemporary artists subvert this white supremacist legacy in documentary photography.
Weems’ intervention with these historical images through photographic processes reflexively
centers the legacy of photography in relationship to the Black body. While the affect of Weems’
formidable work is one of mourning, more recent works, works arising in a moment of racial

9

Nicole Fleetwood, Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality and Blackness, (Chicago: Univ. of
Chicago Press, 2011), 2.
11

protest, are similarly employing reflexivity, but doing so in hopeful and empowering ways, ways
that point to Black futurity.

This essay considers these radical new forms of documentary, which are taking shape in ways
that the conceptualists of the ’70s failed to imagine, whether through the vantage point of white
privilege, or the Marxist framework which subsumes issues of race into those of class, or likely
both. These are strategies employed by Black artists using documentary images—and I argue,
can themselves be considered and expanded documentary form.

Approaching this argument categorically, focused on the themes of fabulation and fragmentation,
the task here is to uncover the gaps and overlaps between earlier critiques of the documentary
image and more recent discourse on photography and race by exploring the specific methods
through which select recent documentary projects embed and expand these critiques. While I
have emphasized projects by Black artists, the methods they employ are also used in works by
artists of identities left out of both canonical documentary projects and key critiques, and in the
artists I cite, certainly intersectional identities are represented. It is not my intention to merely
point to these works as emergent forms of Black art, during a moment in the art world that many
have heralded as a “New Black Art Renaissance,” but to point to the ways in which these
practices, largely by Black artists, are enriching documentary critique and expanding the
documentary genre.

Fragmentation is a category of production I use to frame a movement of Black photographic
artists toward ways of disrupting traditional photographic narratives. Drawing from Fleetwood, I
approach this movement as a response to the iconicity of the Black body in photographs.
12

Fragmentation, then, is a way to literally disassemble the icon of the photograph, and in so doing
allow for layered meaning. A fragmented image brings into question not only the subject that the
image indexes, but the element of arrested time. Present and history are layered with futurity.

In the category of fragmentation, my chief example is RaMell Ross’ 2018 film Hale County This
Morning, This Evening. Ross, who continues to work as a still photographer, set this featurelength documentary film in a Black community in Alabama. I will discuss how this location
itself has become iconic largely through the interventions of documentary photography projects,
not least of which is Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men,
published in 1941, also set in Hale County. Evans’ and Agee’s project documented the lives of
three white tenant farming families, and Ross documents two young Black men whose
community mostly works in the local catfish plant, but the contrast in approaches to
documentary in these two projects is far more complex than a difference in race and livelihood of
the subject, and it characterizes a shift in thinking about documentary practice writ large from its
heyday in the Evans-Agee era to today. It’s a shift that is inclusive of Black subjectivity, and
points to the manner in which historic documentary critique omitted the subjectivity of anyone
but a liberal white audience.

In Hale County, Ross made a shift from his primary medium of photography, compelled to
employ film to embed his desired sense of history and endurance. This movement of
contemporary documentary photographers toward moving images, is often understood in terms
of technological advances: the introduction of quality video capability to DSLRs in the early
2000s, and the simultaneous demand of digital publishing culture for moving images. However,
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this paper explores the affect and implications of this movement on the status of documentary.
Photographer Khalik Allah provides another example in the medium of film that can be read as a
reflexive critique of documentary photography, like Ross turning to video and likewise
documenting a place through montaged scenes, which incorporate slow and fast-moving footage,
further disrupting the element of time and historicity. Other artists, including Hank Willis
Thomas, abide with photography, but use fragmentation as a way to disrupt the reading of an
otherwise iconic image, slowing our reading, and bringing the subject and subjectivity into
question.

Chapter two considers the category of “critical fabulation,” 10 borrowing the term from historian
Saidiya Hartman, who uses it to describe her method of writing histories of transgressive 19th
century Black women and queer people in particular, records of whom exist only in the margins
of recorded history: criminal and social work archives. Hartman wrote of the ways in which early
reformer photographers omitted such people, and any narratives outside those of abjection and
poverty, the depiction of which was their sole aim. She goes on to document, and when
necessary, imagine, or fabulate, the details of the interior lives of her overlooked subjects. 11
Similarly, contemporary Black photo artists are finding the archive an unsatisfying site from
which to speak to contemporary racial issues, and augment their documentary work with
injections of speculation, or fabulation, in order to return Black subjectivity to a history that
suffers from its lack.

10 Saidiya

Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12, no. 2 (June 2008), 11.
Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Riotous Black Girls,
Troublesome Women, and Queer Radicals, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2019).
11
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My key example in this category of fabulation is Dread’s Scott’s Slave Rebellion Reenactment
(2019), a collaborative performance, documented with film and photography. The reenactment
stages the German Coast Uprising of 1811, the largest slave rebellion in US history. Scott, with
his reenactment and resulting photos, creates a photographic archive where none could exist, and
this, too is a form of documentary.

Similarly, Dawoud Bey, having worked for decades primarily with portraiture, has turned to the
strategy of fabulation more recently in his startling landscape series, “Night Passes Tenderly
Black,” 2017. The series is comprised of 25 large-scale black-and-white photographs of
underground railroad stations from the imagined vantage point of a fugitive. A photographer of a
more recent generation, Nona Faustine, poses in historical New York City sites of enslavement,
functionally inserting herself as a character from the future into the past.

My hope is that my categories might serve as a framework of understanding a new forms of
documentary critique that is taking form, reflexively, within photographic projects themselves.
These new works seek social and political reform-- as fervently as theorists like Rosler and
Sekula, or early reformers like Jacob Riis, as well as representation as fervently as the writing
and curation of Deb Willis suggest, but have absorbed generations of documentary critique to
arrive at previously unimagined forms.

15

Chapter 1: Fragmentation, Time, and the Black Body
“…in the end, every attempt to impose order leaves something outside the frame.”
– Carlo Rovelli, The Order of Time

First a stark fact: The most iconic photographs of blackness in America have centered either
slavery, lynching, or later, the fight for civil rights. As scholar Nicole Fleetwood attests,
“Twentieth century American visual archives abound with iconic images of larger-than-life and
fixed black subjects in duress and achieving remarkable feats.”1 In this chapter on the strategy of
fragmentation, I draw on Fleetwood’s notion of “non-iconicity,” which she describes as “an
aesthetic and theoretical position that lessens the weight placed on the black visual to do so
much. It is a movement away from the singularity and significance placed on instantiations of
blackness to resolve that which cannot be resolved.” 2 What would comprise a non-iconic
instantiation of blackness? For Fleetwood, it is “one that exposes the limitations of its framing
and the temporality and specificity of the moment documented.” 3
In her book Troubling Vision, Fleetwood looks to photographer Charles “Teenie” Harris, a
newspaper photographer whose enormous archive, now held by the Carnegie Museum,
comprises an intimate chronicle of the Black community of Pittsburgh. It is the
comprehensiveness, the intimacy, and everydayness of Teenie Harris’ photo archive to which
Fleetwood ascribes non-iconicity. Though the works I cite in this chapter also share some of
these qualities, I extend the notion of non-iconicity to artists are who undoing documentary

1

Nicole R. Fleetwood, Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality, and Blackness. (Chicago:
Univ. of Chicago Press, 2011), 33.
2 Fleetwood, 9.
3 Fleetwood, 34.
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photography, unyoking it from its celebrated powers of indexicality, and its ability to isolate a
moment in history.
In this chapter I argue that contemporary artists are striving for a non-iconic instantiation of
blackness through various practices that I place under the umbrella of “fragmentation.” Using the
works of RaMell Ross, Khalik Allah, and Hank Willis Thomas I outline different approaches to
fragmentation that involve experiments with temporality and legibility, which functionally
acknowledge iconic visual legacies of Blackness by making new demands on the viewer.
I use RaMell Ross’ documentary film Hale County This Morning, This Evening (2018) as the
key case study of the practice of fragmentation, not only because the feature length requires
extensive textual analysis, but because from the opening intertitles, the work contains important
provocations about the possibilities of photography. “Photographing my day-to-day,” says Ross
in intertitles as the film opens, “I began filming, using time to figure out how we’ve come to be
seen.” Understanding that by “we” Ross means Black Americans, how does he “use time,” and
what did he achieve in moving from still to moving images?

The film centers on the lives of two young Black men, Quincy and Daniel, and their community
in Alabama. Quincy, we learn, works at the local catfish plant like “near everybody,” and is the
father of toddler Kyrie, and partner of Boosie, pregnant with twins as the film opens. Daniel is a
dedicated athlete, training diligently to get on the basketball team at nearby Selma University. As
in a traditional narrative, the lives of these characters do change over the course of the film, but
in the film’s fragmented, montage form, edited from two-to-three minute scenes, time and beauty
are evidently the subjects, as opposed to plot-propelling action, conversation, or interviews.

17

“Renew the Encounter” is the title of a poetic manifesto Ross published in Film Quarterly in
2019, and indeed renewing the encounter between southern Black subjects and the camera is
Ross’ aim in Hale County This Morning, This Evening.4 In its form the film feels startlingly
fresh, though montage and fragmentation are hardly new elements in the documentary genre. Bill
Nichols, in particular, has written on the avant-garde in histories of the documentary, and its uses
of “Modernist techniques of fragmentation and juxtaposition [which] lent an artistic aura to
documentary that helped distinguish it from the cruder form of early actualities or newsreels.” 5

It’s important to recall that in the films to which Nichols refers, the artistic strategy of
fragmentation is not an aesthetic born in a vacuum, but a response to real-world conditions. As
the Bolsheviks threw off empire in Russia, Soviet montage signaled a new film language,
epitomized by Dziga Vertov’s experimental documentary Man with a Movie Camera (1929), an
80-minute montage of the intoxicating pace and liberation of modern urbanity. And this
fragmented, modern form of montage had other signifiers. In “The Garlanded Entrance”
Benjamin’s essay about an exhibition of montage in Berlin in 1929, he reminds us that Modernist
montage in Europe was in part a response to trauma. “It emerged around the end of the war,
when it became clear to the avant-garde that reality could no longer be mastered. The only means
we have left for gaining time and keeping a cool head is letting reality have its say, disordered
and anarchic if necessary.”6 If the form of Ross’ film is conversant with the avant-garde, it is

RaMell Ross, “Renew the Encounter,” Film Quarterly 72, no. 3, (Spring 2019), 7.
https://filmquarterly.org/2019/02/27/manifesto-eleven-calls-to-action/#renewencounter
5 Bill Nichols, Speaking Truths with Film: Evidence, Ethics, Politics in Documentary, (Oakland:
Univ. of California Press, 2016), 14.
6 Walter Benjamin, “The Garlanded Entrance” The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological
Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media, ed. Jennings et al, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Univ. Press, 2008).
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only fitting. European artists in the wake of the mass violence and dislocation of war found that a
straightforward way of documentation does not successful marshal a terrible reality’s affect. The
war of Ross’ lifetime is the systemic violence against Black bodies in the United States, and this
violence has been borne out historically in our collective experience of Black visuality.

Importantly, Ross chose film over photography to document a southern Black community, and
what he achieves in moving from still to moving images is photographic non-iconicity by eliding
the fixity of photographic time. Simply put, while a photograph isolates a moment in time from a
continuum, it simultaneously leaves others out. It is what is left out of the image of blackness
that Ross seeks to address by moving to film, or as he puts it in his manifesto, “Time becomes
the new medium, a clock measuring the long macro drawl of a racial gesture left out.” 7
His footage then provides visions of past and present, constantly reshuffling and refusing to
adhere to the linear—instead it’s the cyclical, the moving, that comprises his depiction of a
community.

Hale County, Yesterday
As a photographer taking on the subject of the American south, particularly Hale County, would
be unquestionably freighted for Ross. Hale County is situated in Alabama’s “Black Belt,” so
named after its rich soil. In the 19th century, this rich soil translated to the global business of
cotton, produced by enslaved Black people, and thus the moniker absorbs more meanings.
African Americans still make up the majority of the county’s population. 8

7
8

Ross, “Renew the Encounter”
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/halecountyalabama, accessed April 7, 2022.
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Parallel to this racial history, there is a rich photographic archive of Hale County, to the degree
that that Scott L. Matthews writing on the southern imaginary says the region “became a
renowned site of representation, a place defined by documentarians rather than local residents.” 9
Indeed Hale County has become a signifier for rural poverty, albeit primarily the poverty of
white people, and in the genre of documentary there is no more famous work from that place
than Walker Evans and James Agee’s book Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.
Before embarking on that project with Agee, Evans was working for the Farm Security
Administration, the famed photographic project with an underlying mission of promoting
Roosevelt’s New Deal programs by documenting their need. In that capacity Evans made
photographs, often focusing on decaying regional and vernacular architecture in Hale County,
among other places. In 1936 he and writer James Agee were sent by Fortune magazine to
document the lives of tenant farmers there. Though the magazine ultimately didn’t publish the
piece, it grew into a book of text and photographs, published in 1941. The FSA is the crucible of
American documentary photography, as are the photographs in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.
Evans’ images, like his portrait of farm wife Ella Mae Burroughs (fig. 4a) are known to the
degree that the words “Hale County” summon this image for anyone versed 20 th-century
American photography.
Celebrated as one of the Depression Era’s greatest documentary projects, Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men is also one that documents white experience nearly exclusively. Salamishah Tillet,

Scott L. Matthews, “Protesting the Privilege of Perception: Resistance to Documentary Work in
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Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2018), 195.
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writing in Aperture, quotes an often overlooked early passage in the book where race is
foregrounded. In it, Agee laments, after meeting a young Black couple in Hale County in 1936:
“ ‘Their faces were secret, soft, utterly without trust of me, and utterly without understanding…
And they had to stand here now and hear what I was saying, because in that country no negro
safely walks away from a white man.’” 10

Agee’s encounter with these Black residents of Hale County is one of just a handful of moments
where Black lives step into view in a book of 400-plus pages. In this, and each of those
subsequent mentions, the subject of the anecdote is essentially Agee’s guilt, his
acknowledgement of the difference in power and the injustice of the dynamic, his
embarrassment; thus, the scenes of encounters with Black people center whiteness. If Agee’s
view is defensible from a certain standpoint (would it have been better for Agee and Evans to
chronicle Black lives, aware as they were that southern Blacks in 1936 would not have felt safe
refusing to participate with the project of white men?), the result is that the seminal documentary
of southern poverty during the Depression is one in which there is not a single photograph of a
Black person.
The documentary photographs of Hale County by William Christianberry have also become
canonical American images. Born in Tuscaloosa, Christianberry studied painting and sculpture
but turned to photography as a mode of art production having been inspired by Evans’ photos of
Hale County. Christianberry’s photographs focused nearly exclusively on decaying architecture

Salamishah Tillet quoting Agee “RaMell Ross: Hale County,” Aperture, Issue 231, “Film and
Foto,” (Summer 2019), 126.
10

21

in rural Hale County, producing stark color images. Like Evans, Christianberry rarely made a
photographic record of a Black person, or admittedly, any people. Instead, he focused on place
through vernacular architecture, often revisiting a building and charting its kudzu-covered decay
over decades. Though certainly known to a lesser extent than Evans, or another famous
photographer from the American South, William Eggleston, who in turn took inspiration from
Christianberry, Christianberry still contributed to the universally recognized images of the
historic South, that Hale County has come to stand for—images of pathos and decay, images that
look backward, images in which Black lives are rendered invisible. In an essay he wrote about
Christianberry, Ross underscores his centrality to the southern imaginary, particularly for
photographers: “For the American south we draw on a Walker Evans printed, William
Christianberry dyed coloring book.”11

Figure 2.1. Walker Evans, Allie Mae
Burroughs, Hale County Alabama, 1936 ©
Walker Evans Archive, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art

Figure 2.2. Walker Evans, Sharecropper’s
Family, Hale County Alabama, 1936 © Walker
Evans Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of
Art

RaMell Ross, “Extra Familiar Completeness,” Memory is a Strange Bell: The Art of William
Christianberry, (New Orleans: Ogden Museum of Southern Art, 2020), 25.
11
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Against the Slowness of the Southern Imaginary
In Steven Spielberg’s often reviled adaptation 1985 of Alice Walker’s novel The Color Purple
the director softens the edges of racialized poverty and gendered violence with dreamy depiction
of Black rural life in the south: a lovely house and farm, replete with fields of purple flowers
through which the main character strolls. Indeed, in too many examples to cite, southern Blacks
typically exist in what Jacqueline Najuma Stewart calls the “agrarian pre-modern…. rendering
the southern landscape as a slow-paced, colorful world.”12

However, the slowness in Ross’ film is not nostalgia; as the evocative title insists --This Morning
This Evening—we are resolutely in the present, following the rhythm of a small moment. Ross’
camera lingers in the quotidian, and this focus on the beauty of the everyday is an invitation to
the time it takes to appreciate it. It is relevant to unpack what is meant by the adjectives
“quotidian” and “everyday” here. Most of the film is made of what in a more straightforward
documentary would be “B roll,” footage that establishes mood, atmosphere, and/or place, but
does not necessarily advance a narrative. When asked about his editing process, and how choices
were made when constructing the film from 1,300 hours of footage, Ross says, “images had to be
highly potent and highly neutral.” 13
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Thinking about what Ross could mean by “neutral” we can turn to all the footage of the sky, the
roads that lead in and out of town, and the young people of this community, at leisure. Through
Ross’ lens, the rich life that surrounds this community in Hale County is nothing short of
astonishing: a young man stands on the back of a horse, cantering through a low-slung housing
project, with a dream-like disjunction of urban and rural. In another scene, the orb of the sun is
seen through the trees, shimmering through the thick smoke from burning tires. The camera stays
focused, but the sun, streaked by coils of vapors, comes in and out of legibility. Many other
breathtaking sequences of “everydayness” have a round or cyclical theme: round droplets of
sweat raining on a gym floor, toddler Kyrie circling his own round belly with his soapy hand.
Underscoring that Ross’ “slow” passages are not evoking nostalgia, time passes in footage that is
just as often sped up, and married to cyclical themes. We see the starry sky through the round
frame of a basketball hoop, clouds rushing by as the night passes in a blink— and over and over,
the rising and the setting sun. This focus on the repetitive, the cyclical, links time and history to
the Black body, and suggests the continuum from which historic photographs of Blackness are
snatched.

Before moving on to from this recent example of a documentary photographer making a shift to
moving images with the aim of subvert documentary traditions, I turn to photographer Khalik
Allah, whose documentary film, Black Mother, made the same year as Ross’, shows interesting
similarities in its uses of fragmentation, both through montaged scenes and temporal
disjunctions.
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Like Hale County, Black Mother is a feature-length film edited together from short scenes. The
metaphorical Black Mother of the film’s title is the country of Jamaica, home of Allah’s maternal
grandfather, and setting for the film. Allah takes us on an impressionist trip around the county,
visiting farmers, Rastafarians, sex workers, and indeed, his own grandfather, who dies over the
course of the film. Allah, like Ross, “uses time” in unconventional ways in his film, perhaps in a
way only a photographer would conceive of. Among those ways is a provocative habit of moving
portraiture, that is to say, in many instances in the film, Allah’s camera stays on a subject, who
poses silently, as if for a still image. Seconds tick by and the subject actively returns the
camera’s (our) gaze, all the while they naturally move, they breathe, their eyes and pose subtly
shift. There is something uncanny in this form of portraiture, something that fragments
photographic time and subverts our expectations. If a photograph is a “flat death” according to
Barthes, if it is a “fugitive testimony” a trace of what has been, what then is a portrait that
moves? Instead of a “that-has-been” it is a “this is.”14 When it comes to Black subjects, and the
legacy of photography, this vivification, this participation of the subject, and in particular the
way the gaze seems to be rendered interactive, as opposed to passive, is a powerful gesture.

While Ross and Allah experiment with film to divorce problematic iconicity from the
visualization of blackness, others have remained loyal to photography, and use strategies of
fragmentation of the still image with exciting results. Hank Willis Thomas is a self-identified
“photo conceptualist” whose work contends with images of blackness in popular culture.
Literally extending the work of the previous generation of Black artists contending with
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Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, New York: Noonday Press,
1981, 92.
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documentary, he is also the son of scholar Deb Willis. Having increasingly turned to mixed
media works and public sculpture over the last ten years, Thomas launched a 2018 exhibition at
New York’s Shainman gallery that showcased a return to photography, specifically, appropriated
images of protest. Presented as diptychs, these works are notable for the ways in which they
invite and fragment the audience’s viewing experience in new ways. The images were screen
printed in two passes on retroreflective vinyl, one pass using reflective ink for part of the image.
As a result, only part of the image is visible to the naked eye; a viewer must shine a light, either
one provided by the exhibition space, which is darkened, or the viewer’s own cellphone light or
camera flash to see the complete image. One diptych is a scene of school desegregation in the
south of the type we have all become familiar (fig. 2.3). A group of Black students walk carrying
school books, heads high, accompanied by adults we presume to be parents, while two white
female youths stand on the sidewalk confronting the Black students with signs that read, “We
Want Equal but Segregation” and “We Want Segregation Now!”

In the first image, before the viewer literally shines their light on the full scene, we are able to
see only the group of Black students; the second image provides the full context. Printing the
image in this style fragments the viewing experience, forcing the viewer to first contend with
Black children, and then the white. Where we decode the original image as one that signifies
“racism” with the conflict as the subject of the image, Thomas’ diptych forces us to see first the
Black students and parents separate from conflict and from hate, empowered and striding to
school. It takes this complex intervention by the artist to offer us a with a view of the civil rights
movement that we are rarely provided by iconic images that center the active perpetration of

26

white supremacy. Thomas’ image disrupts the photograph’s indexicality by forcing a fragmented
view which restores Black subjectivity.

Figure 2.3. Hank Willis Thomas, We want equal - but...(II), 2018, © Hank Willis Thomas
(Left: without flash, right: with flash.)
It’s interesting to note that in the artists I cite in this discussion of fragmentation, what we think
of as the defining qualities of the documentary photograph are disrupted in order to show its
biases. Ross and Allah, disrupting photography’s celebrated ability to isolate a moment, give us a
multitude of montaged moments to show us life in a Black community, each carries its own
sense of history. Alternatively, Thomas subverts photography’s celebrated indexical nature,
interrupting the ways we can experience all that is in the frame. These are but a few examples of
important new reflexive critique of the documentary Black artists are making today.
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Chapter 2: Fabulation as Radical Documentary

It is said that the camera cannot lie, but rarely do we allow it to do anything else, since the
camera sees what you point it at: the camera sees what you want it to see.
The language of the camera is the language of our dreams.
- James Baldwin, The Devil Finds Work, 1976

One could hardly be more derisive of documentary photography’s legacy than scholar Saidiya
Hartman is in telling the history of urban Black women in the 19th century. For Hartman, the
extant photographs of the communities that interest her are negligent at best, moralistic and
vampirically racist at worst. “The voyeurs on their slumming expeditions feed on the lifeblood of
the ghetto, long for and loathe it. The social scientists and the reformers are no better with their
cameras and their surveys, staring intently at all the strange specimens,” she writes. 1 The
camera, Hartman says, is blind to “the possibility of a life bigger than poverty.” 2 We read in
Hartman’s tone, the rueful “HA” of Carrie Mae Weems’ “From Here I Saw What Happened and
I Cried.”

Having established that archived documentary photography did not supply objective facts of
those whose histories she wished to study, Hartman develops a practice of “critical fabulation.” 3
a mode of amending extant facts from archives with a sense of subjectivity of the human
condition documented, filling in imagined details of stories, based in exhaustive historical
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2 Hartman, Wayward Lives, 5.
3 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12, no. 2 (June 2008), 11.
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research. Following Foucault, Hartman’s “exceed or negotiate the constitutive limits of the
archive.”4

This sense of negotiating, exceeding and animating the archive also informs the work of artist
Dread Scott. In his project, Slave Rebellion Reenactment (2019), Scott restages the German
Coast Uprising of 1811 in which hundreds of enslaved Louisiana plantation workers took up
arms in an attempt to secure their freedom and end slavery for all. Among the aims of Slave
Rebellion Reenactment is to elevate, through imaging, an incidence of Black strength, selforganizing, and protest—to add to the archive of images of such, drawing parallels to presentday activism, and inspiring the imaginings of different futures.

Scott is an artist who uses the media of performance, installation, film and photography to
provoke confrontations and reckoning with the violent racial history of the U.S. and the ways in
which it endures today. His professional name is a reference to the enslaved man who sued for
his freedom, which eventually led to the so-called “Dred Scott Decision,” the 1857 Supreme
Court ruling that any individual descended from Africans was not a US citizen. In merely
speaking of the artist Dread Scott, one is forced to summon this stark condemnation, as well as
the legacy of inequality. Slave Rebellion Reenactment is the artist’s most ambitious work to date.

On November 8 and 9, 2019, Scott and hundreds of other reenactors marched 26 miles,
beginning at the starting point of the 1811 rebellion north of New Orleans, into the city, arriving
at historic Congo Square. On foot and on horseback, they carried prop weapons and chanted in
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English and Creole along the route reenacting some of the violent confrontations of the 1811
uprising. The project was conceived in four forms: a participatory community organizing effort,
a live performance, a multichannel film installation helmed by the renowned British
documentarian John Akomfrah, and still photographs made by professional photographer Soul
Brother. The film installation is still in production as of this writing, so for the purposes of this
essay, I will consider the project as a whole, but it is in particular the multivalent meanings of the
photographs with which I wish to engage. Specifically, how can we consider this performance
and these images within the context of the documentary genre? How do they function as art
objects? As records? What does it mean to have these photographs enter public and private
collections?

Though Scott doesn’t work exclusively in the documentary genre—in fact, might argue that his
artwork doesn’t engage with documentary at all—Slave Rebellion Reenactment still provides an
example of the categories of speculation and fabulation of history, and addresses a gap in what
has been photographically documented to bring into existence images that the artist feels we
must see. His is among many projects today in which the form of the work points to what is
omitted from history writ large, as well as its problematic legacy in regards to Black subjectivity.

In considering Slave Rebellion Reenactment (SRR) I first separate the known facts from the
speculation and analyze what is created in these ruptures. I’ll also compare the practice of
historical reenactment in photography and performance art photography and consider the unique
terrain the photographs inhabit between fact and fiction, art and document.
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History vs. Speculation
Scott’s project enacts and documents a historic reality that has been omitted or at least underrecorded. One obvious point is that photography had not yet been invented in 1811; thus, the
project inherently involves speculation, in that no photographic records exist. By creating these
images, the project uplifts an under recognized story, but it also departs significantly and
pointedly from some of the facts of the historic event—particularly in the culmination of the
performance—with the explicit purpose of honoring participants and engendering liberatory
thinking. As Scott writes on the website dedicated to this art project: “Understanding that the
past was not predetermined opens the ability for people to dream ‘what if?’ for the future. We
hope that this project will help people of all races broaden their vision of what is possible.” 5

Despite being the largest rebellion of enslaved people in US history, information about the
uprising of 1811 is not widely known, especially outside of the region. For details, Scott relied
heavily on the first thorough account given of the rebellion, a 1996 book by amateur historian
Albert Thrasher.6 The event is typically known as the “German Coast Uprising” for the
settlement along the banks of the Mississippi River north of New Orleans where German
immigrants established large plantations with enslaved labor. However, Thrasher, centering the
organizers, refers to it as the “Deslondes Rebellion,” after Charles Deslondes, who used his
relatively privileged position as a biracial driver to organize slaves on neighboring plantations
along the Mississippi’s River Road, an economic center of sugar production reliant on slavery. It
was Deslondes, influenced by the Haitian uprisings that resulted in Haiti’s independence from
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France in 1804, who organized enslaved plantation workers to begin their rebellion at sundown
of January 8, 1811. The first action of the rebellion was to attack plantation owners Charles
Andry and his son, armed with their plantation tools: sugar cane scythes and axes, and ultimately
muskets wrested from the stores of slaveholders.

Through Thrasher, and others in the bibliography provided by Scott on the SRR website, we
learn that the group was not only armed with physical weapons, but with the ideology of the
French Revolution, and the Haitian Revolution of 1791.7 These politically astute participants
were also diverse, and included former Akan warriors and Congolese fighters with combat
training.8 One aim of the project is to bring to light the diversity of the enslaved participants, as
well as their skills and knowledge, recuperating the image of slave rebellions from one of the
merely oppressed, to one of those empowered to organize diverse constituencies.

This work of successfully self-organizing is mirrored in the participatory nature of the
reenactment. The reenactors were cast through local organizing meetings in which participants
decided on their appropriate roles, from the rebels on horseback to those that designed and
crafted the flags carried on the march. These encounters are further described on the website in
terms of healing and communion, involving “conversations about why people chose to
participate, about others they might involve, and why this history is important in contemporary
society.”9 The collaborative spirit of the group is borne out in the photographs, which image
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group action, as opposed to highlighting only the artist’s own participation in the reenactment, or
singling out others for portraiture.

Bill Nichols has written on the special condition of reenactment on film, which he says draws
“fantasmatic power” from the fact that it “forfeits its indexical bond to the original event.” 10
This power, he says, “engenders an impossible task for the reenactment: to retrieve a lost object
in its original form even as the very act of retrieval generates a new object and a new pleasure.” 11
Scott’s Reenactment capitalizes on this fantasmatic power, recuperating the “lost object” of the
rebellion, and providing the pleasure of participation, healing, and through the documentation,
radical visions of the freedom that struggle can engender.

SRR was based in the facts of the 1811 uprising, but it is not identical in detail. The makeup of
participants, the landscape, and ultimately the facts evident in the photographs diverge from
history, and these differences give the photographs their fantasmatic power—the creation of
scenes outside of time, part past, part future, which speak to both.

Though the reenactors are dressed primarily in period clothing, Scott’s vision allowed for poetic
(as well as practical) license in their costuming. Evident in the photographs are modern sneakers
and boots fit for a 26-mile walk, as well as contemporary eyeglasses. The centrality of female
reenactors in the photographs, too, points to both past and present, as well as a speculative future
(fig. 3.1). Scott notes, “Accurate figures don’t exist for the percentage of women that
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participated, but in all likelihood the reenactment had a greater percentage of women than the
revolt.”12 This speculation, one that came about through the organic process of organizing, is
one the artist feels is indispensable to the piece. Says Scott, “Given the significant role women
have played in struggles including the civil rights movement, in the Black Panther party, and in
BLM, it would have been wrong to have SRR mostly men. And with an eye to the future, there
was an important point to make sure that women had a prominent role in SRR.” 13

Figure 3.1. Dread Scott, Slave Reenactment Rebellion, Performance Still 5, 2019

The clash of the past and present is perhaps most meaningfully evident in the landscape through
which the reenactors march. Once sugar plantations, the rebellion route traced what is now
known as Louisiana’s “cancer alley.” The first image of the photographic series shows the march
passing through the site of the former Diamond plantation, now a Shell oil refinery in the small,
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but deeply racially divided town now of Norco (named for North American Oil Refinery). In the
Performance Still 1, three columns of reenactors march toward the camera carrying weapons,
behind them the sprawling refinery and its billowing smokestacks, utility poles, power lines, and
modern vehicles are visible (fig. 3.2).

Figure 3.2. Dread Scott, Slave Rebellion Reenactment, Performance Still 1, 2019

Apart from the jarring anachronisms, the image gains resonance when one considers the tiny,
racially segregated community of Norco. Norco’s Black neighborhood of Diamond, named for
the plantation, was the site of a community battle with Shell for the resources to relocate after
residents suffered dire health issues due to their proximity to the plants. 14 The issue of racialized

See Steve Lerner’s Diamond: A Struggle for Environmental Justice in Louisiana’s Chemical
Corridor, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006.
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environmental justice is a specter in these images, as people dressed as former slaves pass
through the centers of economic power that have replaced the plantations, where health hazards
are disproportionately endured by Black people.

The image of armed Black people is one that Dread Scott has previously mobilized in his
photographic artwork, and one that is central to the power of these images. In his 2017 work Join
the Negro Rifle Association Today (fig. 3.3), Scott created a spoof recruitment poster for the
“Negro Rifle Association,” featuring a Black woman holding a handgun at her shoulder, and
addressing the camera confrontationally. By employing the image of an armed Black person,
Scott drags racist fears into the spotlight, pointing to the hypocrisy of the NRA, most of the
members of which, Scott’s work implies, may not prefer gun rights for all if Black bodies were
not excluded from this vision. The specter of armed Black people in his Reenactment images
also encompasses this uncomfortable reminder of the privilege and power inherent in taking up
arms.
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Figure 3.3. Dread Scott, Join the Negro Rifle Association Today, 2017

By far the most significant departure from the facts of rebellion by the reenactment was its
outcome. The 1811 rebellion did not reach New Orleans and change the course of history.
Instead, many of the participants were fatally intercepted by a white militia on January 10, 1811.
Dozens of the rebels were killed and more were later tried and executed, their heads impaled on
spikes up and down the River Road in a terrorizing display of power. In Slave Rebellion
Reenactment, however, the marchers successfully make it to New Orleans, where the play of past
and present culminates in the performers coming to a stage in Congo Square, a historical site of
Black dissent and communion, and chanting the names of the participants of the 1811 revolt to
an updated version of Janelle Monáe’s activist anthem Hell You Talmbout, which recognized the
names Black Americans killed by police. 15
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Interestingly none of the photographs produced for the gallery or museum show are of this scene
of memorialization and celebration. At this point, the performers come out of character, and out
of the script of history speculative though it may be; they essentially return from the past. The
omission of photographs of the ceremony and celebration from the group of exhibition images
suggests that it was the march itself, the active historical reenactment, that was deemed important
to embody in photographs. This decision invites viewers to the generative and radical space of
imagining of what would be different in our country had the rebels freed the slaves.

Toby Lee’s timely article in Film Quarterly (Summer 2021) embraces the radicality of
speculative documentary. She notes that documentary film scholars have been critical of
“postmodern techniques such as reflexivity, performativity, and … the use of fiction,”
in light of what Erika Balsom aptly termed the “dangerous relativism, of our times that annuls a
distinction that we might want to fight for.” 16 Lee points out, however, the ways in which
documentaries that make speculative departures into the unreal “destabilize [their] audience’s
assumed sense of the real in a way that is central to [their] larger political project.” 17
I extend Lee’s ideas to the undertheorized overlap between documentary film and documentary
photography. As images, as objects, as signs of meaning, documentary photographs that
evidence a speculative moment have a unique power in generating the image of political
possibilities. Simultaneously, they point to the ways in which the tradition of documentary

would inevitably follow. See performance here
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photography has historically captured Black subjecthood as an abject state. The photographs of
this largely uncelebrated moment of Black organizing and power, create images where none
existed, impugning the extant archive and all of its omissions.

Reenactment + Photographic Genre
A viewer attempting to classify these photographs may struggle trying to fit them into one
category of document or another. First, the evident purpose of these photographs is to capture a
reenactment of historical conflict. Historical battle reenactments are not a unique subject for
photography; the oddity of the subculture of reenactors, and the theatricality of the costumed
playacting are appealing photographic subject matter. Civil War reenactment photography, in
particular, can be considered a parallel hobby to the reenactments themselves, as a cursory
Google search with its myriad results can attest. Perhaps the quality that makes the relationship
between reenactment and photography most fateful is their shared paradoxical nature to time. De
Duve foregrounds photography’s inherent paradox: it is both an event and an object. 18 The event
of photography happens in one instant; it captures a moment, and it is also a materialized artwork
that can be transported, exhibited, beheld. A reenactment, too, is an event, but as opposed to
looking forward in time, the way that a photographer anticipates the photographic object s/he
will produce from this event, most reenactment looks only backward. Its work is to materialize
history, transforming into an event in the present. It requires photography to bring in the
dimension of futurity.

Thierry De Duve, “Time Exposure and Snapshot: The Photograph as Paradox,” October 5,
“Photography” (Summer 1978), 113–125.
18
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As there are so many aforementioned hobbyists who capture Civil War reenactments
(Revolutionary War reenactment photos are also widely popular), for a comparative example of
thoughtful war reenactment photography shown in the art context, I’ll turn instead to a body of
war reenactment photography with an exhibition history in museums and galleries, the work of
An-My Lê (b. 1960). Lê is well known for her large-format photographs of conflict training
scenarios, as well as her series on Vietnam War reenactors titled “Small Wars,” (1999–2002).
For that series, Lê, who was a refugee from Vietnam herself, photographed the “maneuvers” of a
group of reenactors in the woods of Virginia over three summers, occasionally being cast in the
activities herself.

Richard Woodward puts these black-and-white photographs in conversation with early survey
photographers like Timothy O’Sullivan or Carleton Watkins, because of the cumbersome largeformat camera Lê uses, and its resulting large negative that renders details in the landscape
exquisitely.19 The woods of Virginia don’t look like the jungles of Vietnam, a fact we discern in
the images, and one that provides a subtly unsettling, quality. Yet in no other way do the
photographs drop the fourth wall of the performance or feature anachronisms. We don’t see the
reenactors suiting up, or see their minivans poking into the frame. Lê, a Yale MFA, and
Guggenheim recipient, is in no way a hobbyist, with her autobiographical conceptual framing
and laborious process, but like those hobbyists her chief mission is to capitalize on the fantasmic
power of reenactment on film and summon this time long gone into the present.
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Richard Woodward, in An-My Lê’s monograph Small Wars, (New York: Aperture, 2005.
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Unlike these hyper-realistic depictions of conflict, Scott’s SRR photographs possess the
fantasmatic power of reenactment, but have a different relationship with time. They summon the
past, but also alternate possibilities for the future, in the fact that the reenactment departs from
the narrative of history, allowing the rebellion to succeed, and providing an image.

But what have the photographs have captured? And what kind of photographs are they? One
useful reference point is the genre of performance art. The SRR photos, most of which
incorporate anachronistic disruptions like power lines and cars, are not trafficking in the same
time-travel as other reenactment photographs; they are instead primarily documentations of a
performance. This type of photography has a tradition in the exhibition context, particularly
from the 1960s—the first heyday of performance art— to the present.
An ample collection of such works was gathered in the 2011 MoMA exhibition Staging Action:
Performance in Photography Since 1960s, a grouping of 50 works from MoMA’s collection that
“attests to the complex ways in which photography, with its ability to both freeze and extend a
moment in time, pushes against the grain of mere documentation” 20 constituting the performance
for an audience of the future. The exhibition traces a history from the Vienna Actionist in postWar Europe, to the American Fluxus artists of the 1960s, through the Chinese artists of Beijing’s
East Village. The performance movements evidenced in the exhibition are varied, but the
approach to the camera is unified in that the artist is performing for the camera: the imaging of
the performance is the driving force of the action, its medium of expression.

20

https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1087
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The issue of authorship, too, brings the SRR photographs in line with the practice of
documenting performance art, where it was common that the photographs were not made by the
artist themselves, but a collaborator. Though these collaborators are often credited, as they are in
the case of Soul Brother, the authorship of the works is assigned to the performing artist who
conceived of work, and is assumed to have directed the capture.

Yet these photographs show a more complex relationship to the camera as witness, than do the
photographs in MoMA’s exhibition about the interrelation of performance and photography.
There is not a focus on individual participants, as in more typical performance photography; the
reenactors are fully involved in their embodied collective action, and are depicted that way. In
this regard, what at first blush looks like performance art documents, in actuality, has a closer
resemblance to photojournalistic coverage of political protest, such as those we saw from all over
the world following the death of George Floyd. Typically, these news photos focus on the corpus
of the crowd and the disruption this demonstrating group presents to the day-to-day of their
locale. Like those sorts of images, the SRR photos focus on the disruption this performance
presents to the world around it and the systems they uphold; in the case of SRR it’s a disruption
both in action and in time.

Presentation/ Contexts
The SRR photographs have been presented in multiple venues so far, varied presentations that
suggest multiple meanings and aid in our consideration of their status as photographic objects. At
the Museum of Contemporary Art, Saint Louis, they appeared in a group exhibition entitled
Stories of Resistance from March through August of 2021. That exhibition text explains that it
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“draws inspiration from Saint Louis,” an inexplicably vague reference to the protests following
the police shooting of Michael Brown, which spread internationally and gained attention for the
Black Lives Matter movement. Here the Saint Louis context points to the work’s contemporary
relevance; the continuum from the 1811 rebellion to present day movements is impossible to
ignore, even if Scott’s works are more unabashedly activist than the group exhibition itself was.

The prints also had a showing in Europe, at Kunsthal KAdE in Amersfoort, the Netherlands from
the September 2020 to January 2021. Here they were in a group exhibition titled This is
America: Art USA Today, a show that coincided with the presidential election season in the US,
and aimed to show the work of artists in a “politically and socially divided country.” 21 In this
exhibition the prints were shown in a way not replicated elsewhere: They were abutted and hung
in a grid that followed the chronology of the performance, a gesture that suggests a single multipanel work (fig. 4). This presentation mitigates the unstable status of the works as either art
photos, documents, or performance stills, encompassing the viewer in the action, and capturing
the sense of a march in the procession of frames.
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https://www.kunsthalkade.nl/en/exhibitions/this-is-america?set_language=en
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Figure 3.4. Installation of SRR at Kunsthal KAde, Amersfoort, 2020. Photo by Peter Cox for
Kunsthal KAde.

In fall 2021, the photographs were on display at Christen Tierney Gallery in New York. At that
gallery, a small second-floor venue on the Bowery, six photographs were on view, as well as a
vitrine containing two of the flags that were fabricated by participating reenactors. Moving from
the educational space of the museum to the commercial space of the gallery raises additional
issues about how these images exist as objects, and how they might be understood as objects for
art collections and archives. Though only a half-dozen photos, the prints are large scale, at nearly
40 x 60 inches (100 x 150 cm) and easily fill the gallery. Their scale serves our ability to see
each of the dozens of reenactors in the frame, and the way they are situated in the landscape
through which they march. This epic, cinematic, size is an invitation to the viewers, who can
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more easily project themselves inside it. The invitation is echoed in the exhibition’s title: We’re
Going to End Slavery, Join Us!, one of the rallying cries shouted by the reenactors along their
route.
The title of the works Performance Still, (1-6), borne by the exhibition’s checklist, and the titles
by which they will be sold and entered into collections, is perhaps one of the clearest signs of the
indeterminate status as photographic artworks. “Still” suggests that the prints are produced from
a single frame of a video or film. In fact, that is not the case; they were made by photographer
Soul Brother with a still camera. The detail of their titling and what it suggests in terms of
medium is an interesting one that points to their complex relationship with time and with genre.

The inconsistency of the image themselves points further to this instability. In at least one image,
the resolution or film format of the image is not quite adequate to produce a completely sharp
image at nearly five feet wide. This slightly grainy look, not necessarily a distraction to
nonprofessionals, is not uniform in all of the images, but in this one case indeed suggests a still
from a video. Gallery owner Cristen Tierney spoke of a photography curator visiting from an
undisclosed museum, and the ways in which she was surprised by this curator’s response to that
grainy image in particular. 22 In inspecting the framed print on the wall, the curator was troubled
by the low resolution and evident digital color adjustment of that image. As an art object, this
print did not meet the standards of a museum-quality photograph, it seems. What this curator
wasn’t understanding in the work, Tierney’s surprise indicated, is that these images, as “stills”

22

In conversation with the author, September 17th, 2021.
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don’t need to adhere to the technical standards—the sharpness and resolution of, for example,
landscape photographs made with a large format camera, like An-My Lê’s.

Writing about the aesthetics of film stills, Steven Jacobs begins with the confusion about the
term “film still” commonly, and incorrectly, referring to a photograph taken with a still camera
on a movie set, compared with the reproduction of a single frame of movie film (correct usage),
a typically un-sharp image, which is one frame of film, one that would appear sharp when it
flickers by at 24 frames per second. 23 What may seem a syntactical cavil here, is an attempt at
parsing the intent and achievement of the photos. Though in a commercial gallery, looking like
art photographs, these photos still subtly refuse to follow conventions that would allow them to
be easily classified by art institutions. One may conclude that this rebellious production and
presentation is after all, only fitting.

What the viewer experiences in these images is evidence of an action – one rendered beautifully
and large enough to be enjoyed on an aesthetic basis, yet doesn’t fully seek that status in their
execution. The works refuse to fit neatly into the archival filing boxes of photographic genre.
The intention of the work is more fittingly described as mobilizing the fantasmatic power of
reenactment and the radical aims of critical fabulation to produce works that leave us with a
deepened knowledge of history, while at the same time pointing to the possibilities of the future.

Steven Jacobs, “The History and Aesthetics of the Classical Film Still,” History of
Photography 34, No. 4, (November 2010), 373.
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This turn toward critical fabulation is relatively new in the long career of Dread Scott, an artist in
his 50s. The shift in the approach of established artists like Scott only underscores the relevance
of speculative documentary practice as a growing movement. Another example of a mid-career
artist who has recently made this turn is photographer Dawoud Bey, an artist of much renown
working since the 1970s. Bey, a 2017 MacArthur Fellow, was also the recipient of an ICP
Infinity Award in 2019, and a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2002. In his comprehensive career
retrospective at the Whitney Museum last year, titled Dawoud Bey: An American Project, one
could delve into his storied portraiture practice of depicting underrepresented communities and
populations. These portraits have been celebrated for their galvanizing presence, often ascribed
to his use of the large-format camera and a collaborative manner of working with his
photographic subjects, who are very often African American, as is the artist.

Surprising, then, when one gets to the final gallery of this exhibition and is confronted with
outsized, lushly dark photographs without a human subject. The works invite you closer
immediately as the overwhelming darkness doesn’t easily yield detail. This intimate beckoning
by the unseen is the experience of encountering Bey’s recent works, “Night Comes Tenderly
Black,” 2017. The series of 25 works, five of which were on view in a darkened gallery at the
Whitney exhibition, thrust the viewer in the perspective of an absent character, a fugitive slave.
Made at sites along the Underground Railroad in Ohio, the final leg before the light of Canadian
freedom, the works, in their darkness, are an homage to the picture-making strategy of Roy
DeCarava, who relied heavily on shadow, from which his African American subjects elegantly
emerged. The subject of Bey’s photographs does not emerge from the night, however, and nor do
we, searching the blackness for the wayfinding architectural details of safe houses. In his
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speculative turn toward the vantage point of a fugitive, Bey provides a new perspective on the
experience of seeking freedom. Like Scott, Bey has created a photographic perspective of an unphotographed moment, imaging, fabulating, embodying with his camera, the subjectivity of
those whose perspectives are lost to history.

The recent work of photographer Nona Faustine could be considered an amalgam of the
speculative approaches of Scott and Bey: they are both photographs in which the artist performs,
and they also include an imagined character who inserts Black subjectivity into the telling of
history in which she has been omitted. In her series, “White Shoes,” published as a monograph in
2021, Faustine herself poses in public sites around the city that are tied to the history of
enslavement. In many of the images, her ample body is clad only in a pair of white pumps, her
gaze direct.

Faustine’s photographs foreground history: most importantly, the history of key sites of
slaveholding, auctioning and burial in a city whose history is grossly misunderstood to have an
only glancing history with slavery, while southern cities were built upon it. We are invited to
learn the histories of particular sites, like the corner of Water and Pearl Streets, where at the start
of the 18th century a slave market was held. The caption to a photograph of Faustine at this
corner, tucked in the back of her book so as not to distract from the striking image, reads, in part:
“Enslaved people cleared the forests, built the roads and buildings, built forts and the wall that
gave Wall St. its name. Human beings were the first commodity of the greatest finance capital in
the world.”24 In the corresponding photograph, titled, From Her Body Came Their Greatest
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Nona Faustine, White Shoes, London: MACK, 2021, 109.
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Wealth, (Wall St., NYC, 2013), Faustine stands on a small wooden block at the center of the very
public downtown intersection, nude but the shoes. A yellow taxi moving behind her is slightly
blurred, but Faustine is stock still, hands clasped in shackles. She is as solid as the imposing
facades around her, which soar out of the frame. Despite the shackles, there is not a question of
who is in control of this image. Faustine is not portraying a slave; she is a 21st century woman,
choosing this bold gesture driven by the utmost personal freedom. This woman, with these
talismanic shoes, is, and is not, Nona Faustine. It feels more accurate, as one follows this
character through various New York City sites, and learns more facts about our broad and
entrenched history with chattel slavery, to understand her as a persona invented to make this
embodied time travel.

The “White Shoes” series references not only the history of the enslaved, but the photographic
history Black women’s bodies, perpetually posed to justify pseudoscientific theories racial
inferiority, and/or in a hypersexualized manner. Unlike the image of Saartjie (Sarah) Baartman,
known as the Hottentot Venus, whom Faustine has cited as among her inspirations 25, Faustine’s
powerful character in “White Shoes,” is the embodiment of self-possession; a witness, and a
learned teacher of history.

Scott, Bey and Faustine are only three of many artists whose work uses the strategy of fabulation
to strain at the edges of the documentary photograph. As we increasingly acknowledge the white
supremacist history of photography, and look to new forms of documentation that don’t reiterate
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Faustine, “White Shoes,” 105
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problematic tropes, we can look to these new boundary-pushing practices as a hopeful path
toward new documentary forms.
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AFTERWORD
Following the uprising in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014 over the killing of unarmed Black teen
Michael Brown by police, a new debate raged in photojournalist circles: should photographers
show protestors’ faces?1

A new civil rights movement created new photographic icons. One of them, an image of 25-yearold Edward S. Crawford, Jr. a protestor who picked up a tear gas canister lofted at him by police
and threw it back, became a viral sensation (fig.4.1). In the photograph, Crawford, in an
American flag tee and flowing braids, is poised in a dramatic lunge, the canister trailing glowing
sparks and fumes behind him, as two jubilant protestors bear witness.

Figure 4.1. Robert Cohen/St. Louis Post-Dispatch, photograph of Edward S. Crawford, Jr.,
August 13, 2014, Ferguson, Missouri.

1

https://www.poynter.org/ethics-trust/2020/should-journalists-show-protesters-faces/
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When Crawford died in 2017, a reported suicide by gun, a community of activist were shaken by
the possible connection of his iconicity and his untimely death. He was not the only one. Five
other Ferguson protestors met untimely deaths, two found shot in burned cars, and many others
reported threats.2 None of these deaths were legally substantiated as murder, but whether or not
any of these Black protestors were killed due to being identified in protest photos, the power and
the threat of the camera had new significance. Such suspicions, coupled with real arrests
following photographic surveillance, were enough for activist communities to question what
exactly they were documenting, and for whom. Meanwhile, the precarity of Black lives grew
ever more evident in scarring videos of police shootings that ignited our social media feeds. In
many cases, police were not brought to justice based on this damning photographic evidence,
despite their faces being shown. But sometimes they were.

I provide this anecdote about photojournalism and protest at the end of a thesis about new forms
of documentary work because it begs the questions at the root of these critical examinations of
these new documentary forms, questions that are difficult to answer: How have photographs
caused harm? How and when do they continue to do so? And most hopefully: how can they
contribute to visions of liberation? This is the most important work, and it’s work only artists can
do. This new, liberatory image, I argue, is the at the root of the effort inherent of the works I
present herein.

2

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/puzzling-number-men-tied-ferguson-protests-havedied-n984261
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